Koalas In Tea-tree
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Although emphasis has been placed upon
the dietary dependence of the koala, Phas-
colarctos cinereus, on the foliage of certain
species of Eucalyptus, it has occasionally
been observed to feed on foliage {rorm other
genera, For example, koalas have been ob-
served {eeding on native kapok (Bombax
malabrica; Degabriele 1973), pink box
(Tristania conferua), and swamp box ( Trista-
nia suaveolens, Pearce and Eberhard 1978),
and monterey pine (Pinus radiata; Lithgow
1982). Here we describe some observations
which clarify the contribution that foliage
from other genera may make to the diet.

In November 1986, we captured six adult
female koalas in manna gum (E. viminalis)
on French Island and released them in a
woodland of the same species at the north-
ern end of nearby Chinaman Island. Wi-
thin a week all animals had dispersed from
the release site and two weeks after release,
four of the animals were found in thickets
of coastal tea-tree {Leptospernium leaviga-
trm) or swamp paperbark (Melaleuca
ericifoliaj towards the centre and south end
of the island. On subsequent visits to the
island the koalas were found in either coastal
tca-tree, swamp paperbark or manna gum
(Table 1). None of the animals was consis-
tently found in a single specics, although fe-
male R/B occurred on all but two occasions
in coastal tea-tree. Some of these animals

settled towards the southern end of the is-
land where the vegetation comprised an old
aged stand of coastal tea-iree through which
were scattcred a few manna gums. This
stand was separated lrom the shore by a nar-
row stand of swamp paperbark.
Superficial inspection of faecal pellets
from these animals suggested that all werc
feeding on coastal tea-Lree or paperbark, as
well as manna gum. We collected faecal!
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pellets from the animals, or from the ground
beneath the tree they occupied, on four
separate occasions at roughly weekly inter-
vals between February 18 and March 23,
1987. Whenever possible we examined five
pellets for each koala on each occasion. Fae-
cal pellets were broken apart by lightly crus-
ing in water with mortar and pestle, then
bleached in sodium hypochlorite (“White
King”) for 4-6 h, washed in water and
stained with gentian violet. Subsamples
mounted in 60 percent corn syrup (Karo)
were examined under 40X magnification
and the cuticle fragments identified. Refer-
ence cuticles were prepared from frcsh leaves
by the method described above, and also by
digesting pieces of leaf in hot concentrated
nitric acid until only cuticles remained. Fre-
quencies of the different plant species were
not quantified, but often {ragments at-
tributable 1o one species were predominant
and this was noted.

Table i Tiee Use by Koalas Released on Chinaman Island
(E = Eucalyptus viminalis, Ex = Exocarpos, L = Lep-
tospermum laevigatuen, M = Melaleuca ericifolia, Mn
= Mangrove)

KOALAS
Dates R/L R/G R/P R/R R/B R7Y
19.11.86 & E £ E & 2
26.11.86 & & € B &
3,12.86 M IE I M L L
14,12.86 F E M I =
18.12.86 L e M L L Ex
24.12.86 L E E L L (]
31.12.86 M E M M 1. M
7.01.87 L & I It IL E
14.01.87 i i 8 M
22.01.87 M E e L IL, M
28.01.87 M L M [ | M
4.02.87 IL. &2 I M F L
11.02.87 M E E E L E
183.02.87 M L M 1. I L
25.02.87 E = g E L M
4.03.87 M M M L L E
11.03.87 £ i E
25.03.87 Mn E I | 1 E

o OCCURRENCE IN

E. viminalis 28 83 63 25 13 30
L. luevigarum 28 11 37 50 87 17
M. enicifoliu 9 6 0 19 0 28
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Tuble 2: Composition of Faccal Pellets of Koalas on Chinaman Island
Symbols as in Table 1. “E) M" for examiple, represents a petlet composition of at least 75% cucalypt and less
than 25% AMeluleucu,; and “E==1"" a proportional representation between 75:25 and 25:75.

Dates R/L. R/G R/P
18.02.87 E)M EXIL)M E)M
25.02.87 E)M E)M L
4.03.87 L E=L)M E
25.03.87 E E)L [

KOALA
R/R R/B R/Y
[N E=1 E=0
FyL Fg
L)L E=L E
E-L E)L E)L

All faecal pellets examined (N=101)
contained fragments of manna gum (Tablc
2), and in many instances this was the only
species detected (38 pereent of samples), or
predominant species (27 percent). Coastal
tea-tree was detected in 52 percent of the
pellets, was predominant in 4 percent of the
pellets, and occurred in roughly equal
proportions with manna gum in another 31
percent of samples. Swamp paperbark was
detected in 15 percent of samples, but was
never predominant. These and other obser-
vations of the dict of koalas (eg. Hindell and
Lee, 1988) supgest that koalas are less
fastidious in their choice of food species
than previously thought. Nevertheless they

confirm that, within a geographic region,
the foliage of one or two species of Eucalvp-
tus are predominant and consistent
components of the diet.
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in the Kimberley and 1o look for birds.

For further information and boohings:

Horse Trek in the Kimberley
Retrace the now disused Bedford Stock Route o horseback. Join Roderick Woodland
who, until recently, trapped finches (under licence) in Western Australia, Sonya Tidermann
who studies finches in Northern Australia and Aboriginal Stockmen from this region.
There will be ample time each day to explore the rugged scenic country of the Saw Range

Date: 12th-22nd June
Cost: $1400

Kimberley Pursuits,
PO. Box 3,
Wyndham, W.A. 6740
Phone: (091) 61 1364
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